







Media Witnessing: Testimony in the Age of Mass Communication ed Paul Frosh, Amit Pinchevski, Palgrave Macmillan, forthcoming 


In Seeing Things (Ellis, 2000, pp. 6-38), I asserted that broadcast moving images turn modern citizens into witnesses of the events of their time. Further, I claim that this process has produced a new and distinct form of perception which carries a sense of responsibility–however weak—towards those events, summed up in the telling words ‘they cannot say that they did not know’. The arguments outlined in Seeing Things may have unleashed a debate, but they now seem inadequate. Others have developed the concept (see Peters, 2001; Rentschler, 2004; Frosh, [this book]; Scannell, 2004; Dayan, [this book]. Peters, for instance, has brought considerable clarity to the distinctions involved in the noun ‘witness’:
The term involves all three points of a basic communication triangle: (1) the agent who bears witness, (2) the utterance or text itself, (3) the audience who witnesses.  It is thus a strange but intelligible sentence to say: the witness (speech-act) of the witness (person) was witnessed (by an audience) (Peters, 2001, p. 701).
However, his overall argument, which moves quickly from the act of seeing to the act of giving an account of what is seen, raises issues of trust.  What escapes Peters’ argument, as Frosh shows, is the position of the people who hear this witness (Frosh, 2006).  In much of the debate about the concept of witness, the position of ‘hearer’ is taken for granted, seen as relatively unproblematic compared to the problems of those who are forced, by terrible events in their lives, to bear witness.  However, to be the recipient of such acts of witness indeed carries with it problems of its own.  Jurors in particularly gruesome or traumatic trials receive counseling for the effects on them of the detailed accounts they have heard.  Empathy or ‘identification’ with both perpetrators and victims can be profoundly disturbing over the period of a long trial.  Writer Nicci Gerrard, who as a journalist sat through the details of the abusive and murderous careers of Rosemary and Fred West in 1995, had this to say after time had elapsed: 
The couple gave us a collective wince of terror, as if their monstrous actions offered a glimpse into a hidden side of our psyche.  We called them evil and unnatural to comfort ourselves, because we feared they were human, like us–though it was a humanity taken to extremes and unraveled before our eyes.​[1]​
Journalists and jurors alike are forced to be the recipients of the raw accounts of witnesses.  Their emotional difficulties in coming to terms with what they hear are sometimes profound.  To receive witness, to witness witnessing, involves difficulties which are now becoming increasingly apparent as therapeutic perspectives are more commonly employed in everyday life. There is extensive literature on the activity of bearing witness, of the pain that it involves. There is less, however, on what the rest of us are supposed to do about having received this witness.

The activity of witnessing witness through the media has similarly become commonplace. Bad things happen, and we see them happen or, at least, the evidence of them having happened. At the same time, we witness many more happenings which are mundane. We see and hear people dealing with the everyday frustrations of life, with common illnesses or traffic wardens.  We receive their accounts of petty injustices or successful challenges to arbitrary authority.  We witness children arguing with parents; couples in the throes of divorce; strangers thrown together and deprived of outside stimuli; people challenged to change their behavior.  Such is the nature of contemporary media witness: the monstrous and the mundane occupy the same space, and the mundane predominates.
 
Modern media witness places citizens in the position of the witness, as the persons to whom testimony is directed.  It is therefore important to understand this seemingly new and complex form of witnessing that broadcast media have brought about.  It is by no means clear what is expected of the millions who view news events or witness authentic emotions nightly through the relatively new devices of broadcast sound and vision: radio, TV, and the internet. 

In Seeing Things, my discussion of the peculiarities of moving image media (the surplus of meaning and the ‘reality effect’ that they carry) failed to draw a particular conclusion.  Namely, I did not underline the conclusion that the particularities of moving image media produce for the viewer a different kind of position to that of the jury member in a trial, the person who, in Peters’ words, ‘witnesses a witness bearing witness’.  The viewer of a TV news bulletin or documentary or of factual footage streamed over the internet sees in a way that provides an impression of directness and objectivity that differs from the spoken or written account, however vivid or honest, of an eyewitness observer.

This is not to argue for the superior ‘realism’ of the moving image over other forms of depiction.  The viewers of audio-visual material do not see and hear for themselves: they are the persons to whom a particularly complex form of testimony is directed.  The moral weight of such media witnessing is different.  To hear the account of an individual implies a powerful interpersonal relationship: one of both belief and sympathy.  Such is the power of the witness provided by Holocaust survivors to the generations of the future, an activity which is becoming rarer as the years go by as ageing takes its toll.  There is also a direct interpersonal relationship between the formal witness in court proceedings and those who witness their witnessing. Judges and juries must assess for themselves the veracity of the person giving an account. This depends on the techniques of interpersonal judgment of truth and trust. Many TV courtroom dramas are concerned with the problems of how to seem to tell the truth, of the problems of performing truthfulness in this most treacherous of theatrical spaces​[2]​.

Witness carried by, and provided by, the audio-visual is altogether more complex.  The moving image does not provide the same direct interpersonal relationship by which the veracity of a testimony may be judged; neither does it place the viewer in the position of being the bystander or direct witness of the events similar to that of an eyewitness.  No one was ever summoned to court to bear witness to what they witnessed through TV footage.  When necessary, the footage itself is called in as evidence.  Media witnessing involves certain elements of both the direct interpersonal hearing of an account and that of the bystander, as well as something additional. 

Everyday media witnessing offers the possibility of seeing and hearing directly something of the events.  It is possible, sometimes, to see and hear the shells landing, the moment when the interviewee cracks or the interviewer loses patience, when the contestant decides, or the comedian retorts with the perfect comeback.  Often, we see moments of elation, disappointment, or shame.  If footage of such moments is unavailable, then at the very least we see the spaces in which the alleged action took place and the aftermath of these actions.  Here is the blood on the tarmac, there are the severed limbs, the wounded being tended.  Here is the family trying to come to terms with the row they have had.  Here is the politician reflecting on his mistakes.  TV and broadcast images provide viewers with the possibility of seeing almost directly an aspect of the action; there is the possibility of seeing the circumstances, of getting the lowdown. However, this is demonstrably not the same as being ‘on the scene’, of being an eyewitness.  Seeing through the camera or hearing through microphones is always a position of analysis, of trying to understand a representation rather than experiencing a person or events in front of you.  Different reactions on the part of the viewer are appropriate.  Importantly, though, action is not possible.  It is impossible to offer help or console with a hug. 

However, this position of distanced observation opens up the possibility of a second element of witnessing, an assessment unencumbered by the feeling that an appropriate form of action is required, which is the necessary problem for any bystander or participant.  Instead, alongside an element of direct observation of fragments of an event, media witness implies the possibility of judgment.  The portrayed events always already attest to something and act as witnesses whose veracity should be assessed from the position of the viewer of the screen on which they appear.  Modern viewers characteristically ‘take things with a pinch of salt’, viewing with a decree of scepticism or incredulity.  The viewer sees events, but knows that the cameras and microphones are placed somewhere by individuals and have a necessarily circumscribed view.  The viewer can see the interviewees but knows that the circumstances of the interview are usually unclear.  Many of the elements of being in a shared place are necessarily absent.  A juror assessing an uncomfortable witness knows that the room is too hot or that lunchtime is near; the TV viewer does not. 

There exists yet a third element to the broadcast audio-visual in addition to this not quite direct, not quite interpersonal set of relations, namely the complexly discursive nature of any audio-visual representation.  The viewer does not witness the account of one person or a series of discrete personal accounts as does the juror. The viewer witnesses an account drawn together from many sources and constructed by groups of people who work within organizations specifically devoted to this task.  They work within organizations devoted to the construction of such accounts within both discursive rules and a particular constrained relationship of interests and powers.  The account that they produce is, as Dayan insists, an enounced account. It is a ‘monstrance,’ to use Dayan’s term, a particular organized deployment of sounds and images that form an account which is the product and responsibility of both individuals and the organization for which they work. Here, the viewer is not addressed directly by those eyewitnesses who are interviewed on screen. What they say is addressed to, and constructed for, reporters and cameras. Nor are viewers direct witnesses to the events that seem to be unfolding before the camera.  The viewer is addressed by the broadcasting organization, by the BBC or CNN or Fox News.  Thus, viewers also relate to the attempts at communication that are made by that organization, as they simultaneously take part in a witnessing relationship to the events and testimonies that are displayed through that communication. 

As both Dayan and Meyrowitz have demonstrated, in a world of multiplying images, it is not enough that a sequence has been recorded (Dayan, [this book]; Meyrowitz, 2007).  If it is to acquire meaning and significance, it must be enounced by an agent. The recording has to be made to make sense, to become relevant or meaningful.  This is precisely the task of discursive structures: to take a recording and make of it an attempt at communication.  Discursive structures grant a recording a channel and a structure, in essence, an intentionality that it did not previously possess as an inert piece of footage.  The filmed footage is endowed with a communicative intent through its inclusion (or ingestion) by the communicating apparatus of the broadcasting organization.  It is included in a communicative attempt by that organization, and importantly, this attempt might be greeted with a degree or two of skepticism, or even indifference, by the viewers to whom it has been addressed. 





THE DISCURSIVE AS SYNTHETIC
From the beginning, a news event is already processed towards a discursive complexity, towards the drawing together of many accounts into a more definitive account.  The event that occurs in front of the official cameras or unfolds in the time and space of rolling news coverage is very rare: it has the status of a 9/11.  Normally, reporters arrive on the scene after an event and search for eyewitnesses.  Alternatively, they attend an event that has been predicted in some way, typically an event that has been partially pre-processed for them through press releases.  Additionally, they may be reporting on an event that is the latest part of an already known story, perhaps one they wish to inflect in a particular direction.  The reporter will then produce an account of accounts, bringing together eyewitness accounts, experts’ ideas, politicians’ comments, and a dose of speculation about the future.  These synthetic reports are themselves compared to what other news agencies are generating.  News editors have an eye on every channel.  The eventual account that is broadcast is thus a complex structure of fragments, organized in relation to questions of veracity (‘How true is this statement?’), lines of relevance (‘How much does this tell us about…?’) and interest (‘What questions need to be asked?’). 

The media accounts that we witness are always already-processed.  Even in the case of a live news event such as 9/11, events are quickly brought into narrative order through a continual process of ‘recapping’ for joining viewers.  As Paddy Scannell has demonstrated, this constant structuring was able, by the end of September 11, 2001, to bring the incomprehensible events into a narrative order that has proved relatively durable.
At first it was utterly incomprehensible but, by the end of the day, the situation had been accurately analyzed and correctly understood.  Immediate action had been taken and future courses of action predicted and assessed (Scannell, 2004, p. 573).
Thus, media witnessing is not that of encountering the brute fact, the feeling of participation, or the actual experience. It is witnessing from a privileged position; what we know is the discursive construction of a totality of an event. We know that a certain event is taking place or has taken place but not what it is like to be a part of it. As a result, news institutions strive to obtain the vivid individual testimony, the story that allows person-to-person empathy to become ‘part of the mix’. These eyewitness accounts are particularly important in making acceptable and grounding the discursive structuring of levels of discourse within a news broadcast. Viewers are well aware that this mix is a form of multiple seeing. It is constructed from different points of view and engagements with the events and has recently been enriched by a further category of points of view as ‘citizen journalists’ provide their own footage of events that involve them or that they witness as bystanders with mobile phone-cameras.  Nevertheless, the contemporary media user is also painfully aware that this complex seeing is equally a partial seeing, constructed from fragments of larger testimonies and segments of longer shots and sequences.





News and factual information are still constructed as ‘stories’ even if they are not fictional.  Their ‘storyness’ is a subject of particular concern, as it seems to be at odds with the need for accuracy and truth.  This is not a new problem as it dates to the beginnings of the mass media.  This problem, then, is perhaps the reason for the emergence, at the same time as the popular printed news press in the late nineteenth century, of a new genre of fiction which examined the habits of mind and the discursive traces of the construction of news. This is the genre of detective fiction which, like news, depends upon the construction of a story (the crime) from the traces that have been left behind, in similar fashion to the news reporter who arrives after an event. Detectives examine physical evidence and the statements of witnesses. From Conrad’s The Secret Agent and Conan Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes have descended fictions which interrogate fact, truth, and accuracy, and in doing so often ask questions about the details that are overlooked in the construction of a coherent narrative. The coincidence of the emergence of the two forms of the detective novel and modern news is perhaps more than a simple coincidence. The development of popular news in story form, the news-story, straddled the boundaries between fact and fiction and required a reflection on what it presented as evidence and the forms in which it presented this evidence.​[3]​

Newspaper news at least maintained its distance from fiction. Television news shares its space with fictions and is sometimes almost crowded out by them. In this relationship of close proximity in TV schedules, the linkage has tightened between, on the one hand, fictions which are concerned with the process of detection and, on the other, the approach of news reportage to the evidence that it deploys in constructing news stories. TV news has become more interrogatory, firing questions at its subjects, questions that can often seem banal but nevertheless spring from the need to seek out information rather than to simply receive it. TV news has also become more powerful in the picture and information resources that it can command and in the speed with which it can react to events. News stories now contain many more diverse fragments of events than a quarter of a century ago.





Alongside TV’s concern with the forensic lies a concern with communication. TV provides a vast repertoire of examples of attempts at communication. Much of the humor of situation comedy revolves around failures of communication, in which one character willfully or mistakenly misunderstands another. Sitcoms also display the futility of communicative attempts, the ways that people delude themselves, thinking that they are communicating their ideas or feelings but instead showing how little they know themselves or understand the world. Self-delusion is one of the great resources of reality TV and documentary, placing the viewer in a position of superior or analytic knowledge, able to perceive the inadequacy of what is being said.

TV allows us to witness a vast repertoire of communicative attempts and to become aware of their particular styles. The role of the impressionist has grown with this increasing awareness of communicative styling. It is no longer enough to capture the voice of a famous figure, whether politician or TV personality. Contemporary impressionists like Rory Bremner must imitate their entire styles of speech: their typical vocabularies and turns of phrase, their hesitations and speech patterns, their rhetorics and their blindnesses. A further development of this tendency is fictional: the creation of behind the scenes series such as ‘The West Wing’ or ‘In the Thick of It’ which claim to present the forms of communication that take place beyond public pronouncements, in the backstage of politics.

Through TV we witness communicative attempts rather than successful communication. In Peters’ view, this emphasizes the isolation of the individual;​[4]​ in Scannell’s more optimistic view this emphasizes the constant everyday negotiations that constitute social life.  We are equally aware of the performative aspects of communication, the fact that communication is neither a direct window into the soul, nor a means of bodying forth intimate emotions.  Communication has its rules. Discourse speaks the person even as people utilize it to speak their thoughts and feelings. Linguists have known this for ages.  Now, however, it has become a common perception because of the emphasis that TV has placed upon communication and the everyday access that it provides to a vast gallery of communicative styles, both actual and fictional, along with a position of reflection, analysis, or superior observation of those styles in action. 
 
This awareness is an ingredient in the media literacy that is part of the equipment of the modern citizen. It extends to the media’s own speech: the attempted communications of news broadcasts and presenters. As a component of media witnessing, we are aware that individuals within institutions attempt to communicate a particular gathering and structuring of disparate material that is, for want of a more accurate term, ‘drawn from reality’. There is a constant tug-of-war between the known forms of communication, the rhetorics of news, and the elements of other forms of witness that are glimpsed through them. There is an instability within these complex attempts at communication which are coming to the fore as media literacy develops. The canny news organization appeals occasionally to this awareness by showing us individual members of staff making genuine attempts at sincerity. These will be temporarily successful until they themselves become a recognized rhetorical device. Equally, whole news organizations have to pay increasing attention to the trust with which they are regarded.  One lapse of accuracy, one hasty distortion, can lead to major problems, as the BBC has discovered through a series of challenges to its news authority over the past decade.       


THE EXPERIENCE OF MUNDANE WITNESS

The synthetic nature of media witness has important consequences. First, it provides the TV viewer with an overview of communicative attempts and permits and encourages a more forensic attitude to the sifting of information. Second, it carries an awareness of the process of its own construction. Yet it does so by using the sincere utterances of individuals who themselves have an experience to recount. Thus, media witnessing is not a simple experience. Three elements of other forms of witness are combined into a new state of witness. There are elements of the eyewitness experience as well as elements of the experience of responding to and weighing the truthfulness of other eyewitnesses. These aspects are combined within a form that provides a third element within media witnessing: the complex discursive form of the audio-visual. Thus far, I have examined what is involved in the complex discursive form, but what of my original questions: What are we meant to do with this witnessing? What are the implications of this state? How is it experienced socially, and what are the implications for this experience? 

The witnessing that we experience frequently through the media is an everyday state, a process of mundane witness. Television in particular produces a distinct experience of witness which in turn serves to ‘keep us in touch’ or keep us informed. Mundane witness produces an awareness of events around us and of the people who make up our society and wider world. As Peters points out, we keep up with the news because ‘the present is the moment of decision’ (Peters, 2001, 722). The news along with the wider factual depictions of contemporary society that we witness do not themselves require our decisions, except for the infrequent moments of casting votes at elections. However, we do need to be aware of what they contain as they provide the present that frames our immediate decisions. This awareness does not necessarily have to extend to the detailed recall of news stories, even current ones. Recall of events witnessed in their complex televisual construction is often hazy at best. Nevertheless recall serves a purpose, enabling us to frame our individual actions within a far wider context than that of our immediate experience. Paddy Scannell provides a further account that teases out the social implications. Scannell sees the awareness of the current context not only as framing private actions and choices but equally as engendering a sense of sociality, of a connection with the wider world. In Scannell’s account, awareness of the world brings with it an active feeling of engagement with the concerns of everyday life which are common to most or all people. With awareness comes a sense that ‘we are all in it together’, which implies a place within a common history or histories. This sense of the historical nature of the moment is also expressed through another common reaction: ‘There but for the grace of God, go I’.  Such reactions are intensified by the emotional appeal of witnessed personal accounts provided by the testimony of eyewitnesses or people directly affected and of the events that can be witnessed daily in factual programming.  

Awareness is the first element of the experience of witness. Its second element is perhaps less obvious. Witnessing induces a specific and possibly novel state of mind and involves a specific form of acquaintanceship that feels personal and yet is not. Its novelty can be traced in the many literary and popular references to a sensation of unexpected familiarity with that which cannot be familiar. One concrete experience of this state of mind is the spontaneous recognition of an actor or media figure as an acquaintance. This experience is becoming familiar to urban dwellers as the stock of everyday celebrities grows ever larger.  The recognition is spontaneous, and some will even step forward with a greeting, confident that they know the celebrity but are, just for a second, unaware of precisely how. This is the confidence of a direct, personal, and sensuous knowledge, the same feeling as meeting a real-life acquaintance in the street, and perhaps more intense given the emotions that may have been induced by that media celebrity, particularly by an actor. This initial recognition is usually, but not always, replaced almost immediately by a sense of embarrassment as the category confusion becomes clear. Actors and TV personalities rarely comment in interviews on the frequency with which this misrecognition takes place as it implies that they are not quite as famous as they would like you to believe. However, in private, performers will acknowledge that this is a fairly frequent event.​[5]​ From the point of view of the (mis)recognizing individual, this process is one of the unrecorded, un-researched aspects of everyday life which seems to have happened to most people. 

The sensation is that of the ‘double take’ as Draaisma defines it:
We are in the middle of reading, somebody asks us something and as we look up – ‘what did you say?’ – we can still ‘hear’ the question and we reply to it. Or we let our eyes roam vaguely over a crowded outdoor café and only realize a moment later that we spotted an acquaintance.  In these cases, now often referred to as ‘double takes’, there is a delayed assimilation of something already present as a sense impression (2004, p.155).​[6]​ 

Draaisma describes a dislocation of understanding produced by a sense of inappropriateness. It is significant that Draaisma takes as one of his examples the ‘civil inattention’ that is both a necessary and characteristic posture of modern urban life (‘we let our eyes roam vaguely over a crowded outdoor café’). This civil inattention sees the multitudinous others who share our social space as proximate but unconnected, equally human in their rights and existence as we are, but with no necessary connection to us. Such inattention is necessary to deal with the impossibility or inappropriateness of making human contact with these other people. Frosh traces many of the connections between media witnessing and this civil inattention.​[7]​ 





What, then, is expected (or can be expected) of such witnessing? It produces an awareness of the social and even global context that might frame individual actions. It involves an element of sociality. It moves us from civil inattention towards the engagement that is implied by acquaintanceship, but stops well short of actual acquaintanceship. It is the product of and contained within known complex, but economic, discursive forms of the news-story.

However, sometimes, these discursive forms are not enough. Some events demand more than the particular engagement that mundane witnessing involves and the particular discursive economy of the short news-story. They become the object of a fascination that is sometimes personal but is just as often shared. Such events include both public catastrophes, like 9/11 or the Tsunami of 2002, and events with more personal resonances, like the death of Diana Princess of Wales in 1997 or the abduction of the three-year old Madeleine McCann in 2007. Events such as these may be traumatic in their implications for normal states of awareness or may bring up painful personal associations and deep fears. They are given and seem to require a multiplication of detail that spills out of the normal discursive forms. In this, they are helped by rolling news channels which are able to generate endless detail and speculation about further details.  They seem to create a need for a multiple seeing that is more detailed than the normal discursive forms will allow. They involve a level of engagement that takes media professionals by surprise and is viewed by them as somewhat suspect. According to the vulgate of the media, the reaction to the death of Princess Diana was dubbed ‘an outpouring of grief’; the abduction of Madeleine McCann involved ‘a sophisticated media campaign’ on the part of her parents. Yet these news events are special moments, when the normal levels of empathy implied in mundane witness are exceeded. These are not events of which it seems enough simply to be aware, nor are they events in the elsewhere of the world beyond our immediate experience. They have resonance within our immediate experience and draw on the awareness of our human frailty, the fears of parenthood, or the anger that the world continues despite the death of someone you love. 

Mundane witness involves an awareness which does not require action. However, it does call on both empathy and analysis. It is constructed by known organizations into stories which are nevertheless factual and evidential. It enables us to be witnesses not so much to events as to our own times. We share in the unfolding of a complex and largely arbitrary world which we struggle to comprehend. In this process, we feel something of the emotion of others and have a sense that we are engaged in a difficult process of understanding that is shared by others. We are aware that we both know and do not know. Such awareness is a new phenomenon, born of mass news but sealed in the complicated constructs of the audio-visual. This awareness frames personal action, constraining it and socializing it and inducing degrees of anxiety or a-sociality depending on the degree to which it is accepted or ignored.  Such framing of personal action is not simply of the kind that guides self-interested decisions in the way that an awareness of stock market rumors might guide decisions to buy or sell.  It is rather an awareness of ourselves as historical actors, sharing our present with that of many others. The complex seeing, hearing, and narration that it involves provides us, through showing the ideas and actions of others played out over time, an awareness of ourselves within history and as part of specific histories.  Mundane witness therefore gives us a responsibility to know about the actions of others almost as a precondition of knowledge about ourselves. As a result, we carry a sense of responsibility towards what we see on TV. This responsibility towards events is not that of the witness called to attest. Yet it has significant features in common with the position of a witness in court. Mundane witness also carries with it the sense that seeing brings with it a set of social implications and an emotional commitment. 
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^1	  Observer, Sunday January 7, 2001 
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^8	  The problem with this useful concept is that it has been devalued by its use in a widely lampooned speech by the discredited Donald Rumsfeld.
